Rat retinal blood vessels.
The largest arteries in the rat retina are the arterioles in the nerve fiber layer adjacent to the optic papilla. They are 50 to 100 micrometer in diameter, have an incomplete internal elastic lamina and usually a single layer of smooth muscle. Smaller arterioles of 10 to 50 micrometer have no internal elastic lamina and the media is formed by one or two layers of slender smooth muscle cells. In these vessels, myoendothelial junctions and close contact areas between smooth muscle cells are numerous. Capillaries are present in all layers of the rat retina and from plexuses in the nerve fiber, outer plexiform and exterior part of the inner plexiform layers. In nearly all capillaries, pericytes and their processes from a single layer external to the endothelium with numerous contact points or zones between endothelium and pericytes without any intervening basal laminar material. Areas of close contact between adjacent pericyte processes are frequent. The possible functions of myoendothelial junctions and pericyte-endothelial contacts in relation to vessel tone, mechanical stabilization and metabolic exchange are discussed.